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Dr. Christian Beck earned his Ph.D. in 2010 from Binghamton University (SUNY). He is currently a Visiting Instructor in the English
Department and nishing his book on love and gender in late Middle Ages. Christian grew up on a steady diet of punk rock and civil
disobedience. Now older, he does not engage in as much civil disobedience, but still listens to punk. He is also a novice Muay Thai ghter
and is often bruised—this, he believes, takes the place of civil disobedience for a person in his 30’s.
By Christian Beck
I have always had an interest in philosophy, literature, and politics. Though only within the last couple years have I found a happy
relationship between the three. It used to be that I kept my politics/activism somewhat distanced from my study of literature and
the literary theory/philosophy I read and wrote. But the more impassioned I became about my politics, I found it hard to maintain
that distance. “Impassioned” or more speci cally “passions” and “emotions” are the key to my developing thought and the work I
have been doing. But let me begin again.
(http://illuminations.library.ucf.edu/ les/2013/05/Perdigon_with_ ddle.jpg)My formal graduate training is in medieval English
literature and culture (think: Chaucer). More speci cally, I study emotions (particularly love), their representation, and their
relationship to language and thought. I was introduced to the “History of Emotions” through a history graduate seminar and was
immediately struck that not many literary scholars had investigated this line of inquiry, especially since literature deals with
emotions almost exclusively—very few works succeed in advocating or highlighting apathy and/or nihilism! More speci cally,
medieval literature has an intense focus on love. The twelfth-century Provençal troubadours are often credited with creating the
language and writing of romantic love in Western society. So I thought, instead of approaching medieval love practices in terms of
codi ed, idealized courtly love (as C.S. Lewis is famous for writing about…in medieval circles anyway), why not approach medieval
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love as something that is emotional. This, however, took me in directions that were
rather unexpected.
My rst BA was in philosophy, so what I thought I knew about philosophy was rather
quickly con rmed: philosophy doesn’t have much to say about emotions. For centuries,
the emotions and all things emotional were denigrated, mostly due to the fact that
emotions cloud reason and philosophy (mostly) deals in reason and the rational.
However, philosophy, cognitive science, and cognitive linguistics have taken on the
emotions as a legitimate area of study; the emotions are as constitutive to human
experience as to the mind and the body. As recent studies have shown, emotions are
vastly important to our decision making, both on the small everyday decisions, but also
in terms of larger moral choices. We don’t make rational decisions, we make emotional
decisions that are thought through: reason and emotion come together in the decision
making process. How we articulate these emotions is fascinating and intimately tied to
our embodied experience. In a recent article, I work from studies that describe the dominant cognitive metaphors that serve as
foundations for understanding “love” in life and language: love as a container, love as a uid, as re, a physical force, as
ability/power, to name just a few. These metaphors are used because, as Zoltán Kövecses notes, English lacks an adequate
vocabulary to clearly explicate and discuss the abstract idea of love, as well as other emotions. In order to try to communicate what
it means to love, our language utilizes metaphors that draw from concrete experience as a means to relate the emotion in
understandable terms.
Love has also been a central category for continental philosophy since Plato. For the most part, I work the French theorist Alain
Badiou and his thinking on “the event”. The event for Badiou is the key concept for understanding a given situation. The
possibilities of radical change erupt from the event and are framed by the situation from which the event rises. In short, the event
ushers in something new from within a given situation and allows for a new idea, perspective, or understanding. Most importantly,
this new way of thinking brought about by the event was not, nor could not be foreseen prior to the event. Badiou points to four
possible sites for the event: science, art, politics, and love. The love-event for Badiou presents a situation in which the view of the
world is utterly changed through a chance encounter between two beings. What comes out of this chance encounter and the loveevent is that two beings remain together willingly and faithfully and live their lives from the perspective of the rst meeting that
brought them together, creating a unity.
(http://illuminations.library.ucf.edu/ les/2013/05/Roman_de_la_Rose.jpg)In my most recent
article, I work at the con uence of the medieval language of love, Badiou’s treatment of love and
the event, and cognitive linguistics’ discussion of embodied metaphors of love. At this
convergence of ideas I argue for not just linguistic similarities/connections with the past, but
emotional relations, similarities, and connections that make for a non-linear approach to
history. I attend to the speci cs of medieval love utterances found in two primary texts, and
analyze the metaphor/metonymy “heart”—as well as contemporary examples in the lyrics of
Avril Lavigne and Shania Twain. I combine the theoretical elements with the textual examples
to show that when studies of emotion, linguistic analysis, and the concept of “the event” are all
taken into account, traditional models and approaches to literary history and literary analysis
begin to breakdown. In the nal analysis, this article deals with the heart of literary, historical
study and how, given new approaches to love, the history of love must be thought in new and
different ways.
But my study of love and its event-making power does not stop at the academic. An integral part
to Badiou’s philosophy is the event’s power for radical change. Not just at an individual level,
but also on the socio-political, if not ontological register. While my formal academic thinking
merges revolutionary theory with medieval culture and literature, I also work in and with
revolutionary theory and practices. I engage with various theories of social change and practices
and from this position I seek to develop a pedagogical model that is based on revolutionary
thinking. This ranges from the post-structuralist to contemporary anarchist thought. By
drawing on these types of theories and practices, I am beginning to form a new approach to not
only the “classroom” (we must already begin to think this term differently), but also the ways in which the University
structure/system might be thought differently. The three most medieval institutions of Western are 1) the British monarchy, 2) the
Catholic Church, and 3) the University. The rst institution is for show and striped of most of its power, and the second, while still
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around, was reformed numerous times, beginning in 1517, the very beginning of early modernity. This leaves us with the (relatively
unchanged) University.
All of this is to say that my work and teaching are bound in a nexus of love and revolution—John Lennon had something to say
about this as well. Whether medieval or contemporary, I nd the politics of love and social thought compelling far beyond the
academic grounds of the university. My work on the medieval informs my public thought and activism. The opposite also holds
true. With all of this in mind, I believe we can be moved to think and act in dynamic ways if we allow ourselves to be unburdened by
the strictures and structures of traditional disciplinary thought. And it is in this vein that I approach my writing and teaching on a
daily basis.
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